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Chiefs or Modern Bureaucrats?
Managing Black Police in Early
Twentieth-Century South Africa
KEITH SHEAR
African Studies, School of History and Cultures, University of Birmingham
Early twentieth-century South Africa was a composite society—“part settler
state and part African colony … includ[ing] diverse recently conquered
African polities as well as a divided white population.”1 Mining industrializ-
ation and British imperialism, particularly after the discovery of substantial
gold deposits and the founding of Johannesburg in 1886, put pressure on
southern African peoples and states to function as an integrated labor
market, and on their leaders to submit to an overarching political authority.
These developmental and administrative rationalizing forces were given
greater scope in the years following the South African War of 1899 to 1902,
especially in the defeated Boer republics of the interior. Renamed the Transvaal
and Orange River Colonies, these territories were initially under the direct rule
of British High Commissioner Alfred Milner. They took the lead in a process of
state-building that continued well beyond their political amalgamation with the
coastal colonies of the Cape and Natal to form the Union of South Africa in
1910.2 It has been argued that this institutional reconstruction left South
Africa with “a modern civil service, with controls and an information-gathering
capacity sophisticated enough to … make the competence, helpfulness, and
honesty of individual state officials relatively less crucial.”3
Acknowledgments: I thank David W. Cohen, Insa Nolte, James Oakes, Kate Skinner, Chris
Wickham, and the anonymous CSSH reviewers for their insightful and constructive readings of
earlier versions of this paper.
1 W. Beinart, Twentieth-Century South Africa, 2d ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 6.
2 S. Marks and S. Trapido, “Lord Milner and the South African State,” History Workshop
Journal 8 (Autumn 1979): 50–80; M. Chanock, Britain, Rhodesia and South Africa, 1900–45:
The Unconsummated Union (Totowa, N.J.: Frank Cass, 1977), 10–37.
3 D. Yudelman, The Emergence of Modern South Africa: State, Capital, and the Incorporation
of Organized Labour on the South African Gold Fields, 1902–1939 (Cape Town: David Philip,
1984), 59.
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The post-1902 civil service undoubtedly did evince many characteristics
of the ideal type of the modern “bureaucratic state,” staffed by technically com-
petent salaried officials committed to carrying out their duties dispassionately,
without “regard for persons.”4 Many Transvaal-based English-speaking offi-
cials took pride in a professionalism that they believed distinguished them
from their reputedly corrupt and capricious Boer predecessors in Paul
Kruger’s pre-1900 Zuid Afrikaansche Republiek.5 But how far could the offi-
cials of the new state, with its systematic “information-gathering” ambitions,
truly succeed in isolating themselves from the often patriarchal and personal-
ized idioms and expectations of authority and rule that endured among the
incompletely colonized peoples of this composite society? These idioms and
expectations—encompassing a sense of the respect and implicit obedience
due to male elders and patrons by women, juniors, clients, and other depen-
dents—were bound up with the privileges and performances of “chieftaincy,”
an increasingly reified but still very real political and distributive institution
for many black South Africans in the early twentieth century.6 European
power in South Africa depended upon African intermediaries, including
“traditional” rulers (or “chiefs” and “headmen”), messengers, clerks, transla-
tors, and police, whose employment afforded them some scope to shape the
social order. Could the “white” state limit that scope without engaging these
intermediaries on their own terms and in their own idiom—without, that is,
its representatives becoming “chiefs” to the “chiefs” and their subjects?7 And
if it could not, what were the consequences for the standing of the state’s offi-
cials as “modern” bureaucrats?
Colonial administrators everywhere confronted variations on this dilemma
of having to depend on “indigenous systems of communication” and local
intermediaries whose “voices” they “were forced to register … in ideology
and heed … in practice even if they despised and misrepresented them.”8
Although this article’s main focus is on African police rather than “customary
4 M. Weber, Selections in Translation, W. G. Runciman, ed., E. Matthews, trans. (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1978), 350–52.
5 Revisionist evidence for the “modernizing” credentials of Kruger’s state is reviewed briefly in
S. Trapido, “Imperialism, Settler Identities and Colonial Capitalism: The Hundred Year Origins of
the 1899 South African War,” Historia 53, 1 (2008): 46–75, here 59–62; and in depth in C. van
Onselen, “The Modernization of the Zuid Afrikaansche Republiek: F.E.T. Krause, J. C. Smuts,
and the Struggle for the Johannesburg Public Prosecutor’s Office, 1898–1899,” Law and History
Review 21, 3 (2003): 483–526.
6 Beinart, Twentieth-Century South Africa, 96–97.
7 The Native Administration Act, No. 38 of 1927, sec. 1, recognized this logic in making the
governor-general “the supreme chief of all Natives” outside of the Cape Province (where the law
for the time being permitted African men to qualify for the franchise).
8 C. A. Bayly, Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in
India, 1780–1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 6, 142; B. N. Lawrance,
E. L. Osborn, and R. L. Roberts, eds., Intermediaries, Interpreters, and Clerks: African Employees
in the Making of Colonial Africa (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006).
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rulers,” studies of “indirect rule—rule through indigenous authority structures
and norms”9—help to specify what was at stake. Scholars have offered very
different theorizations of indirect rule, not all of them reducible to the singular-
ities of specific colonial contexts. Yet many would recognize Karen Fields’s
depiction, drawn from British Central Africa, of indirect rule as “doubly articu-
lated. One articulation made the African masses subject to customary rulers; the
other made customary rulers subject to the Crown’s representatives.” Not all
scholars, however, accept Fields’s further claims that, given the fiscal and
other constraints that colonial governments experienced, the first articulation
was the “more fundamental”; that “real power issued from the ruled” for
whom the procedural legitimations of modern states were less relevant; and
that consequently the colonial state, thus inflected by African idioms and con-
cerns, was an “archaic” “throwback,” a less than fully “‘modern’ specimen.”10
Crawford Young’s emphasis on the role of exploitation and violence in the con-
struction of the Belgian Congo leads him to conclude that “real power” moved
in the opposite direction. He identifies “Bula Mutari”—a nickname meaning
“crusher of rocks,” given by Congolese to Henry Morton Stanley when he
worked for the Belgian King Leopold—as a “metaphor captur[ing] well the
crushing, relentless force of the emerging colonial state in Africa.” From this
perspective, “allies … in … existing African political structures” were “inter-
mediaries of [colonial] hegemony,” “imprisoned by the imperatives of reprodu-
cing the system they served.”11
Mahmood Mamdani likewise sees indirect rule as a top-down system of
domination, a “decentralized despotism” introduced by calculating European
officials, which has endured in the postcolonial era and remains a potent obstruc-
tion to democratization. “Behind the mask of indirect rule lay the day-to-day
routine—customary—violence of the colonial system.” Indirect rule, as
Mamdani conceives it, was a self-contained sphere of “Native Authority”—“a
world of the customary from which there was no escape,” and in which the
“authority of the chief… fused in a single person all moments of power: judicial,
legislative, executive and administrative.” This sealed-off rural domain was one
aspect of a “Janus-faced, bifurcated” colonial order whose other, urban “face”
“spoke the language of civil society and civil rights.” Mamdani designates
ordinary people in the former domain “subjects,” and those in the latter “citi-
zens,” concepts that define mutually exclusive ways in which distinct categories
of person (usually specified racially in the colonial era) related to the state. For
Mamdani, then, indirect rule was not crucially shaped from below by Africans
9 T. V. McClendon,White Chief, Black Lords: Shepstone and the Colonial State in Natal, South
Africa, 1845–1878 (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2010), 2.
10 K. E. Fields, Revival and Rebellion in Colonial Central Africa (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1985), 31, 51, 274.
11 C. Young, The African Colonial State in Comparative Perspective (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1994), 1, 107, 139.
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in situations of colonial weakness, or “articulated”with other parts of the colonial
state, thereby permitting its logic to pervade the whole and make of the colonial
state a “throwback.” He describes the colonial state as “bifurcated”: “organized”
from above, it had a dual rather than a hybrid nature—“two forms of power under
a single hegemonic authority.”12
While Fields’s “articulation” model of indirect rule better captures the
contradictions, contestations, and qualifications of power in the colonial
order, Mamdani’s deterministic binaries nonetheless illuminate how at least a
section of European officialdom relied upon—and was confident that it
could understand and control—the agents, practices, and institutions of
“custom,” whatever their provenance. Further, although Mamdani devotes
more space to the making and persistence of “Native Authority,” his obser-
vation that colonial states spoke other “languages” of power that evolved in
opposition to, alongside, or in tandem with that of “custom” is valuable.13 In
early twentieth-century South Africa, one key mode and language of power
was that of legal-rational bureaucracy. Marxist and feminist analyses identify
the instrumental effectiveness and the material and gendered attributes of this
mode of power in their documentation of how the state in this period intervened
in and interacted with African societies to “free” the land, labor, and other
resources that enabled accumulation by settlers and corporations.14 Foucaul-
dian analyses show how this language of power positioned the state to
“name” and monitor its “others”; officials took seriously their claims for
South Africa to be recognized as a “modern,” “white,” self-governing domin-
ion equal in status to its Canadian and Australasian counterparts—it was neither
a “Native state” nor a “Boer state.”15
Marxist, feminist, and Foucauldian analyses explain why white South
African administrators may have experienced even more keenly than their
counterparts elsewhere the contradiction of upholding a racially exclusive mon-
opoly of power while relying on ever more black intermediaries to provide the
control and specialized knowledge of Africans, and to gather the instrumentally
valuable information, that an ambitious settler project required. But to under-
stand how officials managed this contradiction, we must look inside the
post-1900 state as it was being constructed. We need to locate the protagonists
12 M. Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 16–23, 124.
13 Ø. Eggen, “Chiefs and Everyday Governance: Parallel State Organisations in Malawi,”
Journal of Southern African Studies 37, 2 (2011): 313–31, here 316.
14 F. A. Johnstone, Class, Race and Gold: A Study of Class Relations and Racial Discrimination
in South Africa (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976); B. Bozzoli, “Marxism, Feminism and
South African Studies,” Journal of Southern African Studies 9, 2 (1983): 139–71.
15 A. Ashforth, The Politics of Official Discourse in Twentieth-Century South Africa (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1990), 5; K. Shear, “Legal Liberalism, Statutory Despotism and State Power in
Early Twentieth-Century South Africa,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 38, 4
(2010): 523–48, here 526.
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who debated the issues within and across departments, identify what these pro-
tagonists and bureaucracies stood for and why they argued and acted as they
did, and show how they shaped the more mature state that had solidified by
the 1930s.16 For this task a Weberian approach is useful, not to measure the
South African state against some externally derived putative norm of rationality
or modernity, but rather because Weber’s concepts of rationalization and differ-
entiation are particularly relevant in describing and explaining the historical
evidence. Weber is also a better guide than are Marx or Foucault to the cultural
as opposed to the material and discursive attributes of governance. Finally,
administrators at the time justified their claims about the merits of personalized
forms of rule versus impersonal bureaucracy in quasi-Weberian terms.
It was evident from the outset that post-1900 South African officials were
highly sensitive to the contradictory imperatives to maintain a “white” state and
yet also to use increasing numbers of African intermediaries. Regarding the
maintenance of a white state, white power was qualified by a reliance on
black police, and in 1901 this was bluntly addressed by the British representa-
tive in Swaziland (whose administration as part of a broader federated southern
Africa under settler leadership remained on the agenda until the mid-twentieth
century): “If Swaziland is to remain a native State like Basutoland [a British
protectorate entirely surrounded by South Africa], then European police may
not be essential but I think if we are to prepare it for incorporation into the
Transvaal the less we have of native authority the better.”17 With industry,
land, and commerce overwhelmingly in white hands, twentieth-century
South African governments endorsed the principle that whites and their prop-
erty should be policed mainly by their own kind. Therefore, unlike elsewhere in
colonial Africa, or in India—where, “since Indians controlled the bulk of the
means of production, commerce and capital,” indigenous functionaries,
police included, far outnumbered expatriate ones18—in South Africa the
majority of rank-and-file police, as well as all commissioned officers, were
white. The second governmental imperative was equally apparent to officials:
since black intermediaries were indispensable in the surveillance of the African
majority, white power was limited without them. It would “always be found
necessary,” one administrator insisted in 1904, to operate “through the
medium of ” black police, who were “the eyes and ears of Government and
16 Compare J. Lonsdale and B. Berman, “Coping with the Contradictions: The Development of
the Colonial State in Kenya, 1895–1914,” Journal of African History 20, 4 (1979): 487–505.
17 Transvaal Archives, Pretoria (henceforth TA), Facsimile Volume 1175, Lord Milner, South
African Papers, J. Smuts to Sir Alfred Milner, 6 Apr. 1901. This was not Jan Christian Smuts,
the Boer general and future South African leader, who is referred to elsewhere in this article.
18 Bayly, Empire and Information, 371; D. Arnold, “Police Power and the Demise of British
Rule in India, 1930–47,” in D. M. Anderson and D. Killingray, eds., Policing and Decolonisation:
Nationalism, Politics and the Police, 1917–65 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992),
42–61, here 54.
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gather information regarding the Natives which it is essential for Government
to know.”19 Whites’ voracity for labor and other resources intensified colonial
intrusion into Africans’ lives and tended to enlarge the number of black police
on whom rulers relied. Thus while white police were more numerous, there was
always a sizeable black minority; between 1910 and 1939 there were six to
eight thousand white police and three to four thousand black police.20
Anxious about “native authority,” administrators instituted South African
Police (SAP) policies on recruitment, training, deployment, promotion, dress,
and the possession of firearms that enfeebled African policemen organization-
ally within the state and socially among African civilians. Elsewhere I have
discussed how black policemen themselves viewed and experienced this pre-
cautionary regime, which, while limiting their potential to subvert white
power, also impaired official knowledge about African communities and wea-
kened the state’s capacity to intervene in them. It thereby institutionalized
rather than suppressed the contradictions of rule.21 Here I am interested primar-
ily in the prior processes that located the task of managing the contradictions in
a differentiated police bureaucracy. That this task would fall to the police, or
that policing itself, and particularly “information gathering” in black commu-
nities, would become largely the responsibility of an institution like the SAP,
was not self-evident in 1902, at the beginning of the protracted era of state-
building from which modern South Africa emerged.
The governmental imperative to possess specialized knowledge about
Africans, without ceding authority to the black intermediaries who gathered
it, came to the fore during this period of institutional formation and shaped
the bureaucracies that evolved to secure the social order. Two sets of central
19 Transvaal Colony, Transvaal Administration Reports for 1903 (Pretoria, 1904), Part II,
“Native Affairs,” A.4.
20 Union of South Africa, Report of the Commission of Enquiry to Enquire into the Organisation
of the South African Police Force Established under Act No. 14 of 1912 (Cape Town: Government
Printer, 1926), 83, Annexure 7; Union of South Africa, Official Year Book, No. 13 (1930–31) (Pre-
toria: Government Printing and Stationery Office, 1932), 294; Union of South Africa, Official Year
Book, No. 22 (1941) (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1941), 391. By broader international standards,
South Africa in this era was not heavily policed, but its ratio of police to population considerably
exceeded that of a territory like Kenya, itself deemed “more heavily policed” than other British
African colonies. D. Killingray, “The Maintenance of Law and Order in British Colonial
Africa,” African Affairs 85, 340 (1986): 411–37, here 415. In Kenya, with a little less than half
the area and somewhat more than a third of the population of South Africa, the police between
1925 and 1938 comprised approximately one hundred European officers and from 1,650 to
2,150 African and Asian rank-and-file policemen. D. M. Anderson, “Policing, Prosecution and
the Law in Colonial Kenya, c. 1905–39,” in D. M. Anderson and D. Killingray, eds., Policing
the Empire: Government, Authority and Control, 1830–1940 (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1991), 183–200, here 186; Lord Hailey, An African Survey: A Study of Problems Arising in
Africa South of the Sahara (London: Oxford University Press, 1938), 108.
21 K. Shear, “‘Taken as Boys’: The Politics of Black Police Employment and Experience in
Early Twentieth-Century South Africa,” in L. A. Lindsay and S. F. Miescher, eds., Men and Mas-
culinities in Modern Africa (Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 2003), 109–27.
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government officials especially—Police, and Native Affairs—vied for pre-
cedence in the supervision of African intermediaries. In what follows I consider
the extended debate and competition between them, and touch on cognate
developments in urban black residential (“location,” later “township”) and
mine policing. Claiming competence in relating as “chiefs” to Africans was
a key strategy in these early-twentieth-century rivalries. Such claims testified
simultaneously to a number of things: to the importance that the emerging
South African bureaucracy attached to the expertise typically valued in
“modern” states; to state officials’ perception of the continuing relevance of
patriarchal idioms in relations among the governed; and to the incorporation
of these idioms into the workings of government. How far such incorporation
qualified bureaucratic rationality in the ostensibly “modern” South African
state, and with what implications, are this article’s larger questions.
B U R E A U C R AT I C R I VA L RY F O R C O N T R O L O F A F R I C A N P O L I C E
The debate began as British officials started setting up government departments
in the former Boer territories after the South African War. Godfrey Lagden, the
Transvaal’s Commissioner for Native Affairs, and Robert Baden-Powell, the
Inspector-General of the South African Constabulary (SAC), staked competing
claims to leadership in controlling African police. Lagden viewed ruling Afri-
cans as delicate and expert work that his department alone was competent to
supervise. Jingoistic British rhetoric denigrating the amateurishness, venality,
and brutality of their “rotten and corrupt” Boer republican predecessors’ hand-
ling of “Native Affairs” only lent influence to this claim.22 Alfred Milner, Brit-
ain’s High Commissioner, had set the tone in reviling “central office men,
ignorant of native life, issuing general orders to local administrators of the
second-rate kind, having no personal hold of the natives.”23 In 1903, Milner
appointed an inter-colonial South African Native Affairs Commission, “a
body of experts” that Lagden chaired, tasked with considering “native
policy” in subcontinental perspective after gathering “accurate information.”24
The contradictions are already evident in these early pronouncements and
actions. A “modern bureaucracy” values “the expert, who is … indifferent in
human terms, and so all the more completely ‘objective.’”25 But colonial offi-
cials had difficulty imagining an expert on “native life” as someone “having no
22 For Lagden’s characterization of Kruger’s government as “overburdened with officials for
whom places had to be made,” and whose “policy was to keep the natives abased,” see Historical
Papers Division, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, A951, Lagden Papers (copies of
originals located at Rhodes House, Oxford), box 6, Fbb, Lagden to J. A. Spender, 21 Aug. 1901,
and 3 Sept. 1901. On British perceptions of the inadequacy of republican rule more broadly, see
Marks and Trapido, “Lord Milner,” 63–65.
23 TA, Facsimile Volume 1172, Lord Milner, South African Papers, Milner to W. H. Milton,
Administrator, Salisbury, Rhodesia, 3 Dec. 1901.
24 Ashforth, Politics of Official Discourse, 22–68.
25 Weber, Selections in Translation, 351.
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personal hold of the natives.” Milner wrote quite explicitly that he was “afraid
of the native administration getting too bureaucratic.… [T]he sort of men
whom we should wish to have … [are] men of high character and a personal
gift of command, like those, who, in India and elsewhere, have made British
government of natives a success by their individual influence over the
people among whom they lived.”26 Milner had in mind the stereotypical “old
India hands” of the “Punjab school of administrators … who emphasized per-
sonalistic rule as the key to social and political order” in a society viewed as
“deeply rooted in patriarchal, tribal authority,” and who were credited with
having rescued the British position in the 1857 Mutiny. Perhaps Milner
thought such chiefly qualities were particularly valuable when embarking on
state-building in a disturbed post-conquest context, but in most parts of India
itself British rule had for a century been moving progressively from depen-
dence on “human” forms of knowledge to reliance on more “institutional”
forms.27
African police had a pivotal role in both Milner and Lagden’s conceptions
of how to govern Africans expertly. Milner, unlike later settler politicians
beholden to constituencies of poorer whites who lacked employment opportu-
nities, was prepared to dismiss costlier white constables to pay for a requisite
number of black policemen, and indeed he thought “Natives could be more uti-
lised than they are… in Police work.”28 Lagden, as Resident Commissioner in
Basutoland before the war, had favorable experience of a purely African police
force, and had supplied Basotho recruits to the Bechuanaland Protectorate
Police.29 For him, Baden-Powell’s white constabulary were not only expensive,
but more importantly, being mostly “perfect strangers to the country,”were also
“useless for matters connected with Native affairs.” Without black police,
Lagden opined, “the close touch that ought to be maintained between the
Natives and the Government would be entirely lost.”And his own department’s
Native Commissioners, he emphasized, were the appropriate officials to
manage African policemen “to the best advantage in the maintenance of law
and order.” Lagden clearly had Baden-Powell’s SAC in mind in warning
26 TA, Facsimile Volume 1172, Lord Milner, South African Papers, Milner to Milton, 3 Dec.
1901. See also Chanock, Britain, Rhodesia and South Africa, 28.
27 D. Gilmartin, “The Strange Career of the Rule of Law in Colonial Punjab,” Pakistan Vision
10, 2 (Dec. 2009): 1–21, here 2–3; Bayly, Empire and Information, 142–43, 212, 316–18, 365. I am
grateful to Kim Wagner for his advice on these points.
28 TA, Archives of the Military Secretary to the High Commissioner (hereafter HMS), SAC 97/
2, Military Secretary to Inspector General, South African Constabulary (hereafter SAC), 14 Aug.
1902; TA, Facsimile Volume 1169, Lord Milner, South African Papers, Milner to James Green,
Dean of Pietermaritzburg, 12 Dec. 1901.
29 Historical Papers Division, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, A951, Lagden
Papers: box 1, Aa2, Hercules Robinson to Lagden, 21 Apr. 1896; box 5, E, Lagden to Clarke,
18 Dec. 1898. Bechuanaland—like Basutoland a “native state” in the eyes of administrators—
was the colonial-era name for Botswana.
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“that many of the wars and troubles in the history of South Africa have arisen
from the use of inexperienced and unsympathetic persons dealing with the
Native population.”30
Lagden had reason to fear the encroachment of Baden-Powell’s SAC, a
force of over ten thousand men, initially under the command of the British
Army, that became the principal policing and occupying institution in the
South African interior after the war.31 Colonel Sam Steele, the towering Cana-
dian who commanded the SAC’s Northern Transvaal “B” division, energeti-
cally described the force’s “information-gathering” ambitions in his memoirs:
“There was not,” he wrote, “a Kaffir kraal, or chief, nor a burgher before the
war who was not on the rolls and his character and opinions known to us.
As I said to a friend of mine who was a resident magistrate … and objected
to our placing the posts ourselves at the outset, ‘Though you know the district,
in three weeks’ time we will be better acquainted with it than even the Boers
and Kaffirs.’”32 Baden-Powell needed his own African police for such work,
but he wanted control of the discipline, pay, and provisioning of Lagden’s,
too, arguing that it was not “conducive to efficient Police or Intelligence
work to have different police forces working under different heads in one
country.” His own officers did not want Native Affairs Department (NAD)
interference, and he claimed that the “system of Native Commissioners
police” had failed in Rhodesia and Zululand.33
Lagden, fearing that SAC control would “impair” the “usefulness” of
black policemen to his Native Commissioners, held out for a separate NAD
police.34 Milner, partly to redistribute the politically controversial fiscal
burden of policing, but also because he accepted this argument, adjudicated
30 Transvaal Colony, Transvaal Administration Reports for 1903 (Pretoria: Government Printing
and Stationery Office, 1904), Part II, “Native Affairs,” A.4.
31 A. Grundlingh, “‘Protectors and Friends of the People’? The South African Constabulary in
the Transvaal and Orange River Colony, 1900–08,” in D. M. Anderson and D. Killingray, eds.,
Policing the Empire: Government, Authority and Control, 1830–1940 (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1991), 168–82.
32 S. B. Steele, Forty Years in Canada: Reminiscences of the Great North-West with some
Account of His Service in South Africa (Toronto: McClelland, Goodchild, Stewart, 1915), 382.
Steele was eager to involve the South African Constabulary as deeply as possible in every
aspect of rural administration; his memoir bristles with comments on the obstructiveness and inef-
ficiency of officials of other departments. Steele’s imposing stature is mentioned in H. F. Trew,
African Man Hunts (London and Glasgow: Blackie & Son, 1938), 17. See also W. R. Morrison,
“Imposing the British Way: The Canadian Mounted Police and the Klondike Gold Rush,” in
D. M. Anderson and D. Killingray, eds., Policing the Empire: Government, Authority and
Control, 1830–1940 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 92–104; here 96–97,
103, note 21.
33 TA, HMS, SAC 97/2: Inspector General to Military Secretary [Lambton], 4 Aug. 1902;
R. Baden Powell to Lambton, 5 Aug. 1902. In Natal, magistrates’ control of “Native Police”
ended acrimoniously in 1894 with the formation of the Natal Police: Colony of Natal,Departmental
Reports, 1894–95 (Pietermaritzburg: Wm. Watson, 1896), Part VI, “Defence,” “Annual Report of
the Chief Commissioner of Police for the Year Ending June 30, 1895,” F-F5, here F-F2.
34 TA, HMS, SAC 97/2, Lagden to Baden Powell, 2 Aug. 1902.
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in Lagden’s favor and allowed the NAD to raise its own force of two hundred
African policemen while leaving the SAC in command of an additional 620
Africans.35 We know that the SAC conceded reluctantly, however, because
three years later, in 1905, J. S. Nicholson, Baden-Powell’s successor as
Inspector-General, observed that the question had “been discussed over and
over again.”36 Transvaal Native Commissioners themselves sometimes com-
plained that their African constables were “very slack” and should be subject
to regular police discipline and sanctions. More than once during the Crown
Colony period the Transvaal NAD solicited model regulations on “Native
Police” from other South African colonies, though it apparently never promul-
gated its own.37 The NAD’s acknowledgment of the unreliability of its police
undermined its claims that expertise in “Native Affairs” was relevant to poli-
cing. In 1907, following the return of the Transvaal to settler self-government
under former Boer generals Louis Botha and Jan Smuts, the principle of separ-
ate control was reconsidered.
The initial impetus came from the problem of African tax evaders who,
resisting arrest by NAD constables, claimed that the latter were not legally
“authorised Police.” Native Commissioner C. A. Wheelwright, alarmed to
learn he could not prosecute for this opposition, and might even be liable for
damages for illegal arrest, felt the resistance could “lead to serious effects”
and urged Pretoria to empower NADmessengers “to act as Police in an unques-
tionable way.” Wheelwright knew that he was reopening the jurisdictional
issue, for he was at pains to stress the inadvisability of “alienat[ing] the
present control by the Native Affairs Department.” Echoing Milner’s emphasis
on personalized command, he considered it “most essential in treating with
Natives that the responsible Officials should thoroughly know the Native
Police to be employed by them in connection with the carrying out of their
duties, and therefore they should have the principal say in the engagement
and employment of men in particular districts.”38 William Windham, Wheel-
wright’s superior, agreed that the NAD police were “in a very invidious and
weak position,” and hoped they might be sworn in as “Peace Officers.”
35 TA, HMS, SAC 97/2: Military Secretary to Inspector General, 14 Aug. 1902; Inspector
General to Military Secretary, 17 Aug. 1902; Military Secretary to Inspector General, 26 Aug.
1902. In time the South African Constabulary came to employ roughly sixteen hundred Africans,
half on police duty and the remainder as laborers: Public Record Office, London, Colonial Office
549/4, no. 12, Report of the South African Constabulary Commission, 1905, with Minutes of the
Proceedings, Minutes of Evidence, and Annexures, evidence of R. S. Curtis, paragraphs 895–97.
36 Report of the SAC Commission, evidence of J. S. Nicholson, par. 192.
37 See correspondence in TA, Archives of the Secretary for Native Affairs (hereafter SNA),
Native Affairs (hereafter NA) 2168/02 and NA 1490/07, especially the latter, SNA to Secretary
for the Law Department, 12 Apr. 1907.
38 TA, SNA, NA 1490/07, Wheelwright to SNA, 25 Mar. 1907. For the greater tax burden that
the post-war Transvaal regime imposed on Africans compared to its predecessor, and the resistance
this generated, see J. Krikler, Revolution from Above, Rebellion from Below: The Agrarian Trans-
vaal at the Turn of the Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 137–75.
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Windham was aware that the new government wanted to reorganize policing in
the colony, and that the NAD might lose exclusive control of its constables. He
insisted that in any system of shared control his district officers should recruit
and supervise Africans doing NAD duties, and that this approach was
demanded by the sensitive “political and administrative” work these constables
performed as NAD “intelligence agents.”39
In late 1907, the Transvaal Cabinet, following reports of a committee of
magistrates appointed to recommend economies in the civil service, decided
to bring all African constables under the unified police force it was planning
for the entire colony.40 In those districts with few white settlers, where, accord-
ing to the committee, Africans “still live[d] under the old tribal conditions,” the
NAD’s Sub-Native Commissioners (closely supervised by Law Department
magistrates, who elsewhere already doubled as Native Commissioners)
would continue to rule through recognized chiefs with an allotted number of
“Native Police,” who would be paid and disciplined by, and receive their
direct orders from the local police station commander. Resident Magistrates
and police District Commandants would decide who were “the most efficient
and trustworthy” black constables to retain in the first instance, although Sub-
Native Commissioners subsequently were given a say in selecting new recruits
locally.41 This shift demoted the NAD’s status, and devalued its claims that its
special expertise and the leadership qualities of its personnel justified its exclu-
sive control of African police to, as Lagden had put it, “the best advantage in
the maintenance of law and order.”
When the Union of South Africa was formed in 1910, discussions began
on amalgamating the several colonial police forces, and officials revisited many
of the earlier Transvaal arguments. Cape civil servants taking up senior pos-
itions in the new Union NAD were interested and vocal participants in these
discussions. In 1912, the NAD independently controlled 67 white and 379
African police and detectives in the Transkeian Territories. This was an area
reserved for African occupation where the former Cape administration’s
39 TA, SNA, NA 1490/07, SNA to Secretary for the Law Department, 12 Apr. 1907.
40 In addition to the South African Constabulary and the NAD police, a separate Transvaal Town
Police had existed for the Witwatersrand (Johannesburg and satellite gold mining towns) and the
Pretoria municipal areas.
41 TA, Archives of the Prime Minister (PM) 23/7/1908, H. Rose Innes et al. to PM, 26 June
1907; TA, PM 23/8/1908, H. Rose Innes to PM, 17 Oct. 1907; TA, Archives of the Law Depart-
ment, AG 4523/07, Chairman, District Administration Enquiry Committee, confidential circular
to Resident Magistrates, 22 Nov. 1907; TA, PM 23/9/1908, H. Rose Innes et al. to PM, 4 Jan.
1908; TA, Archives of the Government Native Labour Bureau, 272/14/4, Acting SNA to Director
of Native Labour, Johannesburg, 13 Nov. 1923, enclosing copies of H. M. Taberer, Acting SNA,
Circular no. 26 of 1908, 6 Aug. 1908, and H. M. Taberer, Acting SNA, General Minute no. 69/
1908, 24 Sept. 1908, covering copy of R. Burns-Begg, Commissioner, Transvaal Police, undated
Special Circular.
C H I E F S O R M O D E R N B U R E A U C R AT S ? 261
ethos of “benevolent paternalism” was well entrenched.42 Transkeian Chief
Magistrate Arthur Stanford objected to policing “by a department without a
specialized knowledge of Native conditions or the particular requirements of
these Territories.” African police, he held, were specially chosen and trained
to perform politically sensitive “missions” for magistrates, and therefore
“the Magistrate—not a police commissioner or inspector—must be their
‘chief.’”43 Here too, then, specialization and the “division of labour in admin-
istration” were thought to depend on less rather than more depersonalization.44
Secretary for Native Affairs Edward Dower (a missionary’s son who had
worked under Stanford’s older brother Walter in the Cape NAD) agreed that
even if there was to be only one police force for the Union his department
should jointly direct those sections serving “in the Native Territories.”45
Colonel T. G. Truter, who before Union had been a Resident Magistrate in
the Transvaal, and was now charged with organizing and heading the new
South African Police (SAP), not surprisingly declared in favor of the Transvaal
system of police precedence.46
Truter’s SAP was not, however, immediately given control of African police
“in the Native Territories.” In 1912, Jan Smuts, who had overseen the earlier
Transvaal civil service reforms and was in charge of administrative planning in
the early Union Cabinets of Prime Minister Louis Botha, assigned all existing
police in “Native Territories” to the South African Mounted Riflemen (SAMR)
under the Department of Defence.47 Smuts reportedly was “most anxious” to alle-
viate NAD concerns about these changes, particularly in the Transkei, and he
instructed senior SAMR officers to cooperate with the Chief Magistrate.48
However, although the NAD still had to pay for the “Native Police” assigned
to its field officers, the principle of ultimate institutional control over African
policemen was provisionally settled in favor of the SAMR and SAP.
In November 1914 there was determined African resistance in the Trans-
kei’s East Griqualand districts to state initiatives to combat stock disease. This
42 S. Dubow, “Holding ‘A Just Balance Between White and Black’: The Native Affairs Depart-
ment in South Africa c. 1920–33,” Journal of Southern African Studies 12, 2 (1986): 217–39, here
222–23.
43 Central Archives, Pretoria (hereafter CA), NA 5231/1911/F607, Stanford to Under SNA, 9
Dec. 1910. Transkeian Magistrates both before and after Union were NAD rather than Department
of Justice officials. For numerical breakdown of Transkeian Territories NAD “police” and “detec-
tives” by race, see ibid., SNA to Under Secretary for Defence, 29 Aug. 1912. For a detailed descrip-
tion of the work of Transkeian NAD policemen, see ibid., Chief Magistrate, Umtata, to SNA, 21
July 1913.
44 Weber, Selections in Translation, 351.
45 CA, NA 5231/1911/F607, Dower to Minister of Native Affairs, 10 July 1912.
46 CA, Archives of the South African Police (hereafter SAP), UP 28/1, Commissioner, SAP, to
Secretary for Justice, 1 Apr. 1913.
47 CA, NA 5231/1911/F607, H.R.M. Bourne, Under Secretary for Defence, to SNA, 7 Aug.
1912.
48 CA, NA 5231/1911/F607, Bourne to Dower, 4 Sept. 1912 (original emphasis).
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followed soon after the transfer of police control, and seemed to a former Chief
Magistrate to exemplify the consequences of the usurpation of the personalized
style of magisterial authority by “Officers of various Departments … respon-
sible to some other officer stationed at Pretoria or elsewhere and unknown to
the people.”49 His protest echoed Milner’s pronouncements at the turn of the
century about “central office men” and “native administration getting too
bureaucratic,” but no reversal of policy ensued. When the SAMR regiments
were mobilized during World War I, the SAP temporarily took over policing
in their areas. The pre-1914 system was briefly reinstated at war’s end, but
in 1920 most of the SAMR regiments were disbanded and the SAP was
installed countrywide. Until the reorganization of 1920, the NAD would not
concede the likelihood of its permanent eclipse and it continued to aspire to
a policing function. Its regional offices monitored African political sentiment,
and reported on it to Pretoria, independently, particularly so the Johannesburg
office, which, concerned about African “unrest” in the country’s economic
heartland, set up a small “Native Intelligence Bureau” toward the end of the
war.50
C U LT U R E , L A N G UAG E , A N D T H E R A C I A L P O L I T I C S O F P O L I C I N G
Within the SAP itself, the conclusion of its rivalry with the NAD would lead to
an attenuation of the patriarchal discourse of expertise in controlling Africans
as “chiefs,” and to a decline in the rank of the most credible exponents of this
discourse. While the rivalry persisted, however, some very senior police offi-
cers were its prominent theorists, particularly in the Criminal Investigation
Department (CID), where “Native Crime” was considered a specialist cat-
egory.51 In 1908, T. E. Mavrogordato, the Transvaal’s senior detective, profiled
his ideal candidate to head the “Native Police” on the Witwatersrand. This
officer, Mavrogordato contended, “should possess qualifications which are
rare in this country.” Besides English and Dutch, he would know “several
Kaffir dialects” and be “thoroughly conversant with the ways of the different
Tribes in South Africa,” since only then would “the Natives look up to him
49 CA, Archives of the Secretary for Justice (hereafter JUS) 2/1355/14, W. E. Stanford, Special
Commissioner, to SNA, 8 Dec. 1914, copy enclosed in Private Secretary, Department of Native
Affairs, to Private Secretary to the Honourable N. J. de Wet, 10 Dec. 1914. Although Stanford’s
report specifically discussed the changes in policing, his criticism included Department of Agricul-
ture officials administering the Stock Diseases Act. For analysis of the November 1914 resistance,
see W. Beinart and C. Bundy, Hidden Struggles in Rural South Africa: Politics and Popular Move-
ments in the Transkei and Eastern Cape, 1890–1930 (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1987), 191–221.
50 TA, Archives of the Government Native Labour Bureau 1697/14/D76; CA, NA, 14/276.
51 CA, SAP, confidential file 6/8/10, pt. 2, T. E. Mavrogordato, Deputy Commissioner, Criminal
Investigation Department (CID), Transvaal Police, to Secretary, Transvaal Police, Pretoria, 3 July
1911, enclosing draft CID regulations for the Union, par. 24, which lists categories of “special
crime”; CA, Archives of the Police Inquiry Commission, 1936–1937 (K80), vol. 18, 10 Dec.
1936, evidence of Detective Head Constable Kietzman, p. 1,244.
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as a white chief.”52 S. R. Brink, a leading officer in the Gold and Diamond
Detective Department, offered a similar job description in 1912: the candidate
would “not only be thoroughly conversant with the languages and customs of
the natives, but also be one who has organising powers, and who would inspire
the natives with fear and respect.”53 The detective who assumed this position in
Johannesburg, “supervis[ing] generally the Native Crime throughout the Trans-
vaal,” was A. J. Hoffmann, whom Truter in 1916 described, in seeming para-
phrase of Mavrogordato, as “specially adapted for this work being able to speak
English, Dutch and Native languages in addition to having a thorough knowl-
edge of the ways and customs of Natives.”54
But Hoffmann, who, like many experienced detectives, was a familiar
personality to Africans, would never acquire the seniority of rank that Brink
and Mavrogordato had envisaged, nor would his staff get the resources and
degree of specialized training they had thought necessary.55 As the need to
compete with the NAD on the discursive terrain of expertise in African
affairs receded in the 1920s, senior SAP managers increasingly articulated a
strident rhetoric that associated whites who had knowledge of African cultures
and languages with lower-class status and untrustworthiness—“a poor
education” and “deficien[cy] in other qualities which go to the making of a
good Policeman.”56 By the end of his career, Hoffmann had “been prominently
identified with many extraordinary cases in which natives were the delin-
quents,” but this did not improve his prospects for promotion to commissioned
rank.57 I. P. de Villiers, Truter’s successor as Commissioner of Police, contemp-
tuously referred to white policemen who spoke African languages fluently as
having “the native mentality.”58 Such attitudes ensured that before World
War II no commissioned officer ever headed the “native staff” of a city CID.
One way of curtailing the danger that “native authority” might colonize the
state was thus to marginalize, subordinate, and minimize the number of those
52 TA, Archives of the Transvaal Police, confidential file 14/181, Mavrogordato to Commis-
sioner of Police (Compol), 30 July 1908.
53 CA, SAP 15/48/17, Brink to Secretary, Transvaal Police, 24 June 1912.
54 CA, JUS 3/821/16, Compol to Secretary for Justice, 31 Oct. 1916. Hoffmann led the team
assembled to investigate and break an African organization, Jan Note’s Ninevites, which caused
the state and the mining industry considerable difficulties in the early 1910s: C. van Onselen,
Studies in the Social and Economic History of the Witwatersrand, Vol. 2, New Nineveh (Johannes-
burg: Ravan Press, 1982), 189–92.
55 CA, Archives of the Commission to Enquire into Assaults onWomen, 1912–1913 (K373), no.
168, 25 Oct. 1912, evidence of T. E. Mavrogordato, pp. 36–37. Hoffmann recruited and controlled
Africans in the detective but not the uniformed service: ibid., no. 227, 19 Nov. 1912, evidence of
A. J. Hoffmann, p. 41. Nonetheless, many uniformed African constables began their association
with the police as “temporary native detectives” or Criminal Investigation Department informers:
CA, SAP 31/68/25, pt. 1, W. H. Quirk, Divisional C. I. Officer, Eastern (Cape) Division, to
Deputy Commissioner, CID, Pretoria, 24 Jan. 1922.
56 CA, JUS 1/240/30/1, Acting Compol to Secretary for Justice, 3 Nov. 1927.
57 The Nongqai 16, 3 (Mar. 1925): 143.
58 CA, K80, vol. 34, 1 Feb. 1937, evidence of I. P. de Villiers, p. 2,422.
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whites reputed to be particularly well-informed about African life and culture;
if there were to be “white chiefs” in the police bureaucracy exercising person-
alized authority over black intermediaries in the way Mavrogordato had pro-
posed, they were going to be very petty chiefs indeed.
This approach in one respect lessened the possibility that dependence on
African intermediaries might qualify white power, but it did so at the cost of mod-
erating the state’s “information-gathering capacity” and thus limiting white
power and even bolstering “native authority.” The evidence is compelling that
dependence on white police who could not communicate with Africans
impeded colonial control, and that white officials knew it. In 1921 a magistrate
in Pondoland in the Transkei attributed lax pursuit of tax defaulters to the “diffi-
culty… that the majority of European Police cannot speak the Native language
and the Native constables cannot speak English or Dutch, and it is useless
sending out a mixed patrol on this account.” The police District Commandant
endorsed his analysis.59 In 1925 a Transvaal Lowveld employers’ society com-
plained of white policemen who did not know enough of “the native language
even to ask [their] way,” and of inquiries that relied entirely on “the native
interpreter … who has in effect … more power than a magistrate, or judge
and jury combined.”60 In 1927 there were forty police stations in Natal where
the Post Commander was “entirely dependent on his Native Police” for interpret-
ation.61 Since Post Commanders were also responsible for training African
police, “their lack of knowledge of the Zulu language [rendered them] unable
to afford this effectually.”62 A long-serving Transkei Deputy Commissioner
unfavorably compared recruits in the 1920s to the pre-Union Cape Mounted
Police. The former were “100 per cent Afrikaans speaking men, from the Trans-
vaal and Free State,” and “entirely unsuited” for work “among the Natives.”63
His successor agreed that “the good Kaffir speaking European Constable” was
“on the decrease,” adding that low pay attracted blacks with little English,
who themselves thus needed interpreters to report to white policemen.64 An
59 CA, SAP 15/128/27: Commissioner for Inland Revenue to Compol, 21 Oct. 1921, enclosing
copy of Resident Magistrate, Bizana, to Commissioner for Inland Revenue, Pretoria, 12 Oct. 1921;
District Commandant, SAP, Bizana, to Deputy Commissioner, SAP, Umtata, 16 Nov. 1921, copy
enclosed in Deputy Commissioner, Umtata, to Secretary, SAP, Pretoria, 21 Nov. 1921.
60 CA, JUS 1/240/30/1, H. S. Webb, Honorary Secretary, Komati Agricultural and Industrial
Society, Hectorspruit, to Minister of Justice, Cape Town, 18 Mar. 1925.
61 CA, JUS 1/240/30/1, Acting Compol to Secretary for Justice, 3 Nov. 1927. As reported by the
Acting Commissioner, the Natal Deputy Commissioner tried to downplay this statistic by claiming
that at many of these stations white policemen were “using with progressive effect a good few
words of Zulu.” By his own admission, however, the rank and file made “no serious and sustained
attempt to master the Zulu language.”
62 CA, SAP 20/10/45, J.M.L. Fulford, Acting Deputy Commissioner, Natal Division, to
Compol, 17 May 1929.
63 CA, K80, vol. 2, 20 Nov. 1936, evidence of E. W. Woon, pp. 217–19.
64 CA, SAP 15/25/29, W.H.C. Taylor, Acting Deputy Commissioner, Transkei Division, to
Compol, 8 Oct. 1929.
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NAD official cited several cases in which the outcome had been influenced
by African police taking advantage of white constables’ ignorance.65
Lower-ranking white policemen themselves feared becoming “the glorified
clerk of [the] Native constable.” “The only thing [a non-linguist] can do,” a
sergeant complained, “is to cancel circulars and Gazettes without
an interpreter.”66 Petty bureaucrats, it seemed, were preferable to petty
chiefs.
As indicated by I. P. de Villiers’s contempt for white policemen having
“the native mentality,” these vulnerabilities in the state’s “information-
gathering capacity” were partly a result of deliberate policy; only the most
desultory efforts were made in the interwar years to remedy them by attract-
ing, training, or retaining white police equipped with the desired skills. For
all the vocal concern about the status of information mediated by Africans,
white recruits received no special African language training during their four
to six months at the Police Training Depot in Pretoria, nor even, a 1937
commission noted, preliminary instruction (for what this would have been
worth) in “the mentality of the vast non-European population of the
Union.”67 But these vulnerabilities also arose from the creeping bureaucra-
tization associated with state formation and reorganization that Milner and
others had warned against earlier in the century as being inimical to success-
ful “native administration.” The amalgamation of the pre-Union policing
forces, the centralization of white recruits’ training in Pretoria, the increased
likelihood of their being sent to parts of the country unfamiliar to them,
greater opportunities for promotion, and frequent transfers—all placed a
greater premium on depersonalization and the interchangeability of
functionaries. In the words of an officer who had been an instructor at the
Training Depot in the 1930s: “What is the earthly use of teaching a
65 CA, K80, vol. 3, 11 Dec. 1936, evidence of E. W. Wilkins, pp. 1,375–76, 1,380.
66 CA, K80, vol. 5: 4 Mar. 1937, evidence of W.H.C. Taylor, p. 4,039; 8 Mar. 1937, evidence of
D. P. Fourie, p. 4,152.
67 Union of South Africa, Interim and Final Reports of the Commission of Inquiry to Inquire into
Certain Matters Concerning the South African Police and the South African Railways and Har-
bours Police (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1937) [hereafter Police Inquiry Commission Report,
1937], par. 63(a). In 1911, Mavrogordato, charged with organizing a Union-wide Criminal Inves-
tigation Department, praised the Natal system of “allowing 1/- per diem for efficiency in
languages,” and recommended adoption of this practice everywhere. However, the SAP discontin-
ued it, a position endorsed in 1924 by Tielman Roos, the Nationalist Minister of Justice, although
African language skills could earn white police additional points in promotion examinations or
exempt new recruits from mandatory bilingualism in the two official languages (English and Afri-
kaans). Only in the mid-1930s did Pretoria approve an allowance of sixpence a day for those who
could speak an African language, rising to a shilling if they could also read and write it. CA, SAP,
confidential file 6/8/10, Mavrogordato to Secretary, Transvaal Police, 22 July 1911; CA, JUS 1/240/
30/1, Compol to Secretary for Justice, 7 Aug. 1930; CA, K80, vol. 2, 7 Dec. 1936, written sub-
mission of J. Spence, read into evidence, p. 983.
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policeman about black ethnicity and all of that when you’re going to send
him to Pofadder?”68
The compromises arrived at within the SAP to manage the contradictions
between the imperatives to both sustain an effective “information-gathering capa-
bility” and minimize “native authority” thus involved casting off and devaluing the
police’s prior claims to expert knowledge of African societies. Recognition across
state departments of the SAP’s primacy in “intelligence”might confer authority on
it, but would not guarantee the quality of the information collected. Following the
national reorganization of policing in 1920, and the conclusion of its rivalry with
the NAD for the control of African police, the SAP progressively acquired a mon-
opoly in the production and distribution of “information.” By the mid-1930s, the
Secretary for Native Affairs had to ask the Commissioner of Police to continue
sending him regular political reports because he was “anxious to keep in touch”
with African opinion.69 As this suggests, the personalized, patriarchal model of
interacting with Africans was in decline even within the NAD.70 More NAD
police were permanently assigned as their duties became increasingly clerical
and routinely bureaucratic. There were over seven hundred countrywide in
1929, and 842 by 1936.71 In addition to court work, issuing passes, collecting
revenue, and communicating government policy, NAD police assisted in land allo-
cation, health and vaccination campaigns, and supervising veterinary regulations.
This specialization rendered NAD constables mostly unavailable to the SAP, yet
imposed much administrative work on it. Even senior police officers were led
on occasion to urge that the force divest itself altogether of the responsibility for
controlling them. Officers regularly suggested that NAD constables’ easier civilian
working environments, and their tendency to be better educated, made them diffi-
cult to discipline and fostered discontent among the ordinary African policemen
with whom they shared quarters and messed. “The Native Constables of the
N.A.D.,” complained a Deputy Commissioner in 1931, “are an undisciplined
body, shewing defiance and causing endless trouble. Some of them I have no
doubt are members of the I.C.U. [the Industrial and Commercial Workers
Union, a leading black opposition movement of the 1920s].”72
68 Author’s interview with R. de Villiers, Cape Town, 18 Nov. 1994. Pofadder is a sparsely
populated town in the arid Northern Cape near the Namibian border, often spoken of metaphorically
as “the middle of nowhere.”
69 CA, NA 82/332, SNA to Compol, 27 Oct. 1936.
70 Dubow, “Holding.”
71 CA, SAP 39/1/25, T. C. Whelehan, for Compol, to District Commandants, Native Police
Assigned to Native Affairs Department, 31 Oct. 1929; CA, SAP 9/30/33, G. Mears, for SNA, to
Compol, 24 June 1936.
72 CA, SAP 39/1/25, Deputy Commissioner, Transvaal Division, to Secretary, SAP, 29 Dec.
1923; ibid., Whelehan to District Commandants, Native Police Assigned to Native Affairs Depart-
ment, 31 Oct. 1929; CA, SAP 15/33/29, Deputy Commissioner, Transvaal Division, to Compol, 11
Feb. 1931 (the quotation from here). See also the extensive documentation in CA, SAP 9/30/33.
The ICU for a time surpassed the African National Congress (ANC) in membership and militancy.
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But the outcome of the arguments hard-fought earlier in the century was
not so readily abandoned. The white state wanted its black intermediaries kept
under the most stringent disciplinary sanctions, which as members of the SAP,
subject ultimately to “semi-military control,” they were.73 Complaints about
NAD constables’ indiscipline invariably resulted in a tightening of the regu-
lations governing their employment and conditions of service: insistence that
they wear full uniform; attend roll calls, inspections, and parades; do their
share of menial labor; and reside in barracks. The only outward mark dis-
tinguishing NAD from regular policemen was a badge they wore on their
left arm bearing the letters “N.A.D.,” which was introduced in 1924.74 This
explicit subjection of NAD police to the coercive rather than the technically
expert arm of the state underscored the administration’s determination to
limit the subversive potential that it had long feared from its reliance upon
“native authority.”
The larger story here transcends the vicissitudes of a protracted and nar-
rowly bounded interdepartmental squabble; it is about institutional rationaliz-
ation and differentiation, complicated by a subplot in which officials
generally posited their ideal relations with the Africans over and through
whom they ruled as conforming to a patriarchal model of personalized authority
or chiefship. This model was at odds with the impersonal ethos of evidence-
based argumentation that, as in other modern bureaucracies, conventionally
informed and legitimated communication among early twentieth-century
South African administrators themselves.75 Yet, the evidence of officials’ invo-
cation of patriarchal idioms complicates rather than contradicts a narrative of
wider, systemic processes of bureaucratic rationalization at work in this
period. This can be illustrated by briefly documenting cognate developments
in questions of policing policy beyond the limited issue of who should
control African police employed by the central government.
A F R I C A N I N T E RM E D I A R I E S I N T H E “ R E S E RV E S , ” U R B A N
L O C AT I O N S A N D M I N E S
Consider, first, hereditary chiefs and headmen, who exercised significant
everyday policing functions in the African “reserve” lands, but who in doing
so were subject to the same differentiating, departmental, competitive pressures
as were African police. For example, they increasingly reported police matters
73 CA, SAP 9/30/33, Chief Magistrate, Umtata, to District Commandant, SAP, Umtata, 25 Nov.
1929, enclosed in Acting Deputy Commissioner, Umtata, to Compol, 2 Dec. 1929.
74 TA, Archives of the Government Native Labour Bureau 272/14/4, SNA, Union Circular No.
18/1924, 14 Mar. 1924, enclosing “Rules for Control of Native Police Specially Assigned to the
Department of Native Affairs in South African Police Areas.”
75 Compare the suggestive discussion, “Bureaucracy in a Particularistic Setting,” in L. A.
Fallers, Bantu Bureaucracy: A Century of Political Evolution among the Basoga of Uganda
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), 238–47.
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separately to the SAP, despite for all other purposes being under the NAD—a
development that the Transkeian magisterial establishment viewed as a further
usurpation of its authority, detrimental to successful rule.76 At a Union-wide
level, from 1917 the Minister of Justice could designate headmen of “rural
native locations” to be “peace officers” with police powers of arrest.77 Regu-
lations framed under the 1927 Native Administration Act went further still in
endowing all appointed chiefs and headmen in the “reserves” with formal
police powers; they specifically excluded “crime and police administration”
from chiefs’ and headmen’s usual obligation to report to the government
solely through the NAD’s Native Commissioners. To secure headmen’s com-
pliance they were promised £1 a month, rising to £3 after sixteen years of
service.78 Historians have argued that the 1927 Act elevated the NAD’s
profile within the state, but chiefs’ and headmen’s formal assumption of poli-
cing duties in the interwar years did not restore to the NAD the precedence it
had lost to the SAP in the struggle over control of African policemen.79 The
SAP’s opinions were notably decisive, for example, in adjudicating chiefs’
and headmen’s requests for permission to possess firearms, “notwithstanding,”
as one Chief Native Commissioner put it sourly, “that the possession of
fire-arms is of definite significance in Native ways of thought.”80 Here
again, claims to possess specialized knowledge of Africans no longer conferred
authority in what was now more clearly circumscribed as the domain of
policing policy.
African commentators confirmed the growing identification of chiefs and
headmen with the SAP. “The correct definition of a headman,” argued Trans-
keian Territories General Council member Siroqo in 1936, “is a constable….
The only reason why he is not recognised as a policeman is that he lives and
sleeps at his kraal.”81 A year later, SAP Commissioner I. P. de Villiers
spelled out the theory of policing through headmen: “Even with the ordinary
police station in the Transkei the man who does the real police work as such
is the native chief. If a [white] sergeant is an intelligent man, apart from
routine duties he has only to inform the native chief who will present him
with the criminal and with all the evidence too.”82 We would expect,
however, that headmen, being subject to less direct invigilation than “slack”
African constables, also enjoyed greater latitude to obstruct white authority.
76 Beinart and Bundy, Hidden Struggles, 209, 217.
77 Criminal Procedure and Evidence Act, No. 31 of 1917, sec. 390.
78 “Regulations Prescribing the Duties, Powers and Privileges of Chiefs and Headmen,”Govern-
ment Notice No. 2,252 of 1928, Government Gazette Extraordinary, 21 Dec. 1928.
79 On the 1927 Act and the NAD’s status, see Dubow, “Holding,” 230–37.
80 CA, NA 14/284, E. W. Lowe, Chief Native Commissioner, Northern Areas, to SNA, 19 Jan.
1937.
81 United Transkeian Territories General Council, Proceedings and Reports of Select Commit-
tees at the Session of 1936 (King William’s Town: King Printing Company, 1936), 211.
82 CA, K80, vol. 103, 19 May 1937, evidence of I. P. de Villiers, p. 8,891.
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The Commissioner’s comment is remarkable for its absence of ethno-
graphic curiosity about the internal workings of the machinery of indirect poli-
cing. Local white detectives were less confident than De Villiers that headmen
were sufficiently tied by external controls and incentives to the administration
to deter them from trying cases themselves and receiving bribes rather than
bringing the information to the nearest police post (which could require a
considerable journey). The result, thought one, was that crime was “being
compounded” and police investigations hampered.83 Yet most station comman-
ders trusted headmen, and instructed African constables to go to them for gui-
dance in cultivating informers, which headmen welcomed as opportunities to
dispense patronage. One former black policeman told me that chiefs and
headmen “were quite reliable people, because they are the law-abiding
people too…. They are well paid by the government.”84
In the decades after 1900 the tensions between a decentralized patronage
politics of everyday local policing and the concentration of police control
within differentiated, hierarchical organizations were further evident in the
policing of urban locations and mine compounds, which also depended
heavily on African intermediaries. Municipality-appointed superintendents
throughout the country were legally responsible for regulating specific
locations, and their budgets allowed a number of African “headmen” or con-
stables for this purpose. In the late 1930s, older SAP and municipal officials
nostalgically recalled an earlier era of cooperation when there had been “no
differentiation between [their] two departments” in policing urban Africans.85
Although this claim was exaggerated, it did fairly indicate that the SAP
assumed more and more of this work as the legislature instituted more, discri-
minatory pass, tax, and especially liquor laws, whose enforcement location
superintendents shunned as “a difficult, unpopular and dangerous job.”86
The post-Union jostle for departmental aggrandizement only encouraged
this tendency. Hence Truter urged in 1912 that the “best locations” were those
where the municipality relied “entirely on Government police for the preven-
tion of disorder and the suppression of crime generally.” Local governments
83 Ibid., vol. 54, 4 Mar. 1937, evidence of H. W. Kelly, pp. 4,047–48.
84 Author’s interview with R.S.N. Gxumisa, Mount Frere, 3 Aug. 1994. Non-European Unity
Movement leader I. B. Tabata later excoriated the “powerful combination of the policeman-chief
and headman and the policeman-intellectual” in a polemic against the South African form of indir-
ect rule that, not unlike the perspectives of Mamdani and Young, wholly identified these interme-
diaries’ interests and actions with those of the government. See his The Boycott as a Weapon of
Struggle (Durban: African Peoples’ Democratic Union of Southern Africa/NEUM, 1952), 17. I
thank an anonymous reviewer for this reference.
85 CA, K80: vol. 5, 23 Nov. 1936, evidence of A. C. Lowe, pp. 245–48; vol. 17, 9 Dec. 1936,
evidence of Head Constable P. A. Brittan, pp. 1,196, 1,203–4.
86 CA, NA 87/332, pt. I(d), Deputy Commissioner, Transvaal Division, to E. G. Halse, 6 Oct.
1937. The legislation is usefully summarized in Police Inquiry Commission Report, 1937, par.
288, “Powers of Police in Relation to Natives.”
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were seldom reluctant to cede control of their locations to the SAP since doing
so was in their fiscal interest, but it cost them significant oversight powers.87
Increasingly in the interwar years black municipal police focused on guarding
town property, collecting rents, and other duties analogous to those performed
at the national level by NAD constables.88
The mining industry was the most significant private employer of African
police, who before the 1920s exercised a brutal and venal regime over the work-
force housed in compounds on mine property.89 In 1903, Lagden, one of whose
chief responsibilities as Transvaal Commissioner for Native Affairs was to facili-
tate the mine labor supply, was alarmed to learn of “a story running riot” among
Cape Africans that they would not be safe in Johannesburg because “the Zulu
Police on the mines” were ill-disposed towards them.90 This reputation led the
industry, with NAD prompting, to make their compound police forces more eth-
nically diverse.91 Racketeering continued, however, and the CID accused mine
compound managers and their police of collusion with illicit liquor dealers, a
charge Truter also leveled against municipal black policemen.92 Since the com-
pounds were private property, there was little likelihood of the SAP taking
over their policing directly, but soon after Union, Truter advocated “much stricter
supervision of the mine police,” and he sympathized with calls for them to “be
under the control of some white Government official.”93 The matter was
urgent because, under the Native Labour Regulations, mine police in executing
compound managers’ dictates exercised state police powers.94 In the meantime,
87 CA, K373, No. 162, 22 Oct. 1912, evidence of T. G. Truter, pp. 1–2, 18–19; Union of South
Africa, Report of the Commission of Enquiry to Enquire into the Organisation of the South African
Police Force Established under Act No. 14 of 1912 (Cape Town: Government Printer, 1926), par.
242.
88 CA, K80, vol. 17, 9 Dec. 1936, evidence of G. Ballenden, p. 1156.
89 Union of South Africa, Report of the Commission Appointed to Enquire into Assaults on
Women (Cape Town: Government Printer, 1913), par. 51; A. H. Jeeves, Migrant Labour in
South Africa’s Mining Economy: The Struggle for the Gold Mines’ Labour Supply, 1890–1920
(Johannesburg: Witwatersrand University Press, 1985), 181; T. D. Moodie (with V. Ndatshe),
Going for Gold: Men, Mines, and Migration (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994),
79–80, 169–70.
90 TA, SNA, NA 2935/03, Lagden to Windham, 20 Nov. 1903.
91 Barlow Rand Archives, Sandton, Crown Mines Repository, box 368, Robinson G. M. Co.
Ltd, File no. 3400, Compound, 1905–1924: S. M. Pritchard, Pass Commissioner, Department of
Native Affairs, Johannesburg, Circular P.C.33/06 to Mine Inspectors, 24 Mar. 1906; McKenzie
to W. W. Mein, 29 May 1906. See also CA, K373, no. 254, 27 Nov. 1912, evidence of
H. Britten, p. W53.
92 CA, K373: no. 162, 23 Oct. 1912, evidence of T. G. Truter, pp. 1–2; no. 168, 25 Oct. 1912,
evidence of T. E. Mavrogordato, p. 27. Douglas Blackburn’s novel, Leaven: A Black and White
Story (London: Alston Rivers, 1908), spryly satirizes these relationships. I am grateful to an anon-
ymous reviewer for this reference.
93 CA, K373, no. 162, 22 Oct. 1912, evidence of T. G. Truter, p. 11.
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Truter pressed the outward differentiation of the two forces to a logical conclusion
by insisting that the mining groups outfit their compound police with uniforms
dissimilar to those worn by black SAP members, although this likely did little
to change black mineworkers’ perception of their functional similarity.95
What is striking about the subsequent development of policing within the
differentiated sphere of the mines is how closely it resembled the drama being
played out on the broader South African stage between the NAD and SAP, but
with compound managers and mine police departments as the protagonists. The
larger point is that the same forces promoting and limiting rationalization were
organizing institutional arrangements similarly throughout the social order.
Before World War I, some of the mining corporations began hiring private
agencies, such as G. Bush and Company, staffed by former CID members, to
monitor gold theft and illicit liquor dealing on their properties.96 By 1914, a
few trend-setting companies like the Crown Mines had created their own detec-
tive departments.97 In the interwar years the differentiation of mine policing
beyond simple compound control gathered pace as the industry evolved
large and highly structured detective organizations, managed by retired
senior CID officers, with responsibility for all the mines within a corporation.98
In the early 1940s there were four such departments with combined staffs of
142 whites and 1,887 Africans (a force the size of the SAP’s entire Natal pro-
vincial division), controlling fifty-three mines.99 By 1945, the manager of one
mine police force called “unsatisfactory” the fact that on some “smaller Mines”
the compound manager was “also the Police official.” Clearly this was no
longer the situation on most mines.100
The mine police departments’ brief to prevent gold theft, guard mine prop-
erty, and keep liquor out of the compounds grew steadily into what the radical
95 Chamber of Mines Archives, Johannesburg (CMA), file “Uniforms of Mine Police Boys,
1914,” C. L. Davison, for Director of Native Labour, to Secretary, Transvaal Chamber of Mines,
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Ernest Trigger v. Hyman Meyer Basner, Record on Appeal [hereafter Trigger v. Basner], Exhibit
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senator H. M. Basner termed, in a statement that provoked a celebrated libel
suit, “an extensive and efficient espionage system” with “the worst features
of American labour racketeering.”101 Basner’s antagonist was A. E. Trigger,
a former Witwatersrand CID chief in charge of the largest of the mine
forces, who issued instructions prescribing surveillance of “labour unrest”
and “communism.” These orders licensed considerable intervention in com-
pounds and workplaces.102 Much as NAD officials had yielded to the SAP,
then, compound managers in the interwar decades ceded to new mine police
organizations some of their control over the recruitment and supervision of
African mine police. Trigger, for example, whose SAP experience left him
with the impression that unsupervised compound managers and compound
police abused their authority, strove to lay down rules detailing the linguistic
and cultural knowledge compound managers should possess, and the
conduct they should observe, so as to secure respect as a “chief” and avoid
being overly dependent on their “Induna and the police boys as being [their]
eyes and ears.” There were constraints, however, on the mine police depart-
ments’ superintendence and rationalizing colonization of compound manage-
rial patriarchalism, most notably the limits entrenched by the greater legal
powers that compound managers enjoyed to “maintain law and order” in the
compounds. Thus mine police departments screened compound police appli-
cants, and cooperated with, supervised, and reported on, but never ultimately
displaced, compound managers’ policing function.103
C O N C L U S I O N
Early twentieth-century South African governments confronted contradictory
imperatives to both extend their expert knowledge and control of African
communities, and minimize the potential of indispensable black intermedi-
aries to qualify the white monopoly of power. This conundrum of rule, fam-
iliar to European administrators throughout Africa and the colonial world
more broadly, shaped the spheres of competence, the legitimating discourses,
and the ranking of the bureaucracies, both public and private, that evolved in
this period to manage South African society. This article has plotted these
developments by recounting the protracted argument between Police and
Native Affairs officials over the control of central government African inter-
mediaries, and by tracing remarkably similar trajectories in the histories of
rural reserve, municipal, and mine policing. These struggles produced an
outcome—a limiting of white power and of the reach of the state—that
101 Trigger v. Basner, Exhibit “J,” Letter of Demand, H. Rissik, for Van Hulsteyn, Feltham &
Ford, to Senator H. M. Basner, 8 Oct. 1943.
102 Ibid., Exhibit “I,” Mines’ Police Department, “Consolidated Circular Instructions.”
103 Ibid., Exhibit “O,” undated “Memorandum by Colonel A. E. Trigger: Native Compound
Administration”; CMA, Police Matters, 1940, Trigger to Joint Secretary, Transvaal Chamber of
Mines, 7 Nov. 1940.
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was surprising, and even, arguably, perverse. But it was not illogical if
considered within a Weberian framework.
As long as the interdepartmental rivalry persisted, both sets of disputants
sought to advance their claims for precedence by citing their exceptional qua-
lifications to relate as “chiefs” to Africans. They did so because they believed
that patriarchal hierarchies structured African society, and thus that their ability
to understand and govern African communities depended on white officials’
inserting themselves within these hierarchies. The urge administrators felt to
govern as chiefs might be seen as evidence that the South African state, like
its Central African counterparts, was, in Fields’s terms, a less than fully
“‘modern’ specimen.”What distinguished the South African state from its colo-
nial contemporaries, however, was that its officials’ attempts to deploy machin-
ery of indirect rule, though subsequently and partly a necessary and convenient
abdication, was initially impelled by the very “modern” ambition to extend the
state’s surveillance capacities and expertise. The processes of rationalization
attending South Africa’s capitalist development continually renewed this ambi-
tion, but at the same time they revived the conundrum of rule.
The paradoxical resolution of these contradictory but enduring govern-
mental imperatives involved the functional differentiation of the bureaucracies
(the NAD, mine compound management) in which claims to expert knowledge
of Africans were considered more compelling, from bodies (the SAP, the mine
police departments) that disparaged such claims but also increasingly, and
increasingly harshly and impersonally, controlled the staff—the African inter-
mediaries—best situated to produce the information that could underpin them.
The upshot was a state that was able to contain the consequences of its reliance
on that “native authority” that so worried its officials, but at the cost of having
to moderate its surveillance and interventionist ambitions.
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